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The opening line of this arresting story
tells it all: the murder of a rascal in the eyes of the law is by
no means less evil than the killing of a saint.

 


In “The Blackmailer”, an intriguing new eBook
by Val Ezeokeke, is the story of the murder of a scoundrel. The
focus however is not on the deceased, but on the outstanding work
of J.K. Sampson – the restless defense lawyer who must secure the
liberty of the woman charged for the crime.

 


“The Blackmailer” is indeed the first in what
promises to be the voluminous case book of the trial lawyer who
combines investigative skills and mastery of courtroom advocacy to
resolve knotty murder mysteries. Sampson, the hero, appears as a
lively blend of the legendary Sherlock Holmes and Erle Stanley
Gardener’s Perry Mason. Sharp, quick witted and single, he fits
into the standard profile of mystery heroes.

 


With a practice that is based in the
boisterous metropolis of Lagos, Nigeria, Sampson’s work revolves
around some of the most gruesome crimes committed in Africa’s most
populous nation.

 


Book 1 – The Blackmailer, opens with the
arrival of a desperate and hysterical woman who calls just as
Sampson is ready to leave the office on a cold and rainy evening.
Matilda Benson is the wife of a wealthy oil merchant and comes with
a familiar tale: neglect by her rich husband has led to a little
sexual indiscretion which is found out by hubby’s unscrupulous
chauffeur. Blackmail inevitably follows. Months later, Matilda is
tired of paying and runs to Sampson in desperation. The lawyer
offers a difficult counsel: stop paying and confess your
transgressions to your husband. A reluctant Matilda complies, but
husband is unforgiving. The marriage collapses and Matilda swears
revenge on the chauffeur. On the eve of her structured separation
from her husband, the blackmailer is brutally murdered. Matilda of
course is the prime suspect and is promptly arrested. Sampson is
sought once more, now to defend a murder suspect.

 


The case however takes a different turn when
the dogged Sampson unearths other victims of the blackmailer who
had similar motives to kill. In the end however, the remarkable
skill of the lawyer produces a most astonishing outcome.

 


It is a simple story, well told in elegant
prose for the enjoyment of the everyday reader by a writer with a
rich legal background. The author has promised other stories from
the J.K.Sampson cases, and using “The Blackmailer” as measure, a
major African fictional hero may well be in the making.
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IN “THE BLACKMAILER”

 


Mrs. Matilda Benson is paying blackmail to
the unscrupulous chauffeur of her wealthy husband. The brutal
murder of the chauffeur and the arrest of Matilda for the crime set
off a chain of events that stretch J.K. Sampson’s legal skills to
the limit.

 


Read on to see how the brilliant Criminal
Lawyer unravels the mystery of the BLACKMAILER’S death.

 



Wherein a distressed woman comes calling

 


Since life is held sacred in every free
society, nobody deserves to die from unnatural causes, except in a
manner permitted by the Law. And this value holds true, no matter
how much of a scoundrel the deceased may have been.

 


And so, when in the second quarter of 2005, a
disreputable member of a prominent Lagos household met with a
violent death, the police still felt challenged to hunt down his
murderer and bring him to justice.

 


The unhappy affair started at about nine
O’clock one rainy evening in late May, when the notable criminal
lawyer, J. K. Sampson, received a frantic telephone call, while
getting ready to leave his downtown office. At the other end was
Chief Mrs. Matilda Benson, the formidable wife of Chief Alexander
Abayomi Benson, the millionaire oil merchant. Mrs. Benson was in
frenzy.

 


“I must see you immediately, lawyer. I can’t
wait anymore! Just can’t bear this anymore.”

“But madam, it is late and
the weather is bad. It has to wait until tomorrow
morning”.

“No!", she cried. "Tonight!
Now!”

 


Sampson made a mental calculation, and knew
it would take her at least half an hour to drive from her palatial
home in Lekki Peninsula to the Marina, where his office was
located. And that is, hoping that the snarling Lagos traffic would
permit.

 


It wasn’t going to be his first encounter
with a desperate and hysterical woman. As a rule, he always stood
his ground with them, and had never regretted it. But when the
client was a certain Mrs. Benson, then certain rules must be
bent.

 


“Alright, madam. I am waiting.”

 


Knowing that his secretarial and clerical
staff had all gone home, Sampson moved to the outer office to
receive the august client himself. He did not have to wait for
long, for exactly thirty four minutes after the telephone call, the
door bell shrilled twice. As the huge metal door swung open to
admit her, Mrs. Matilda Benson barged into the office in an
uncontrollable state of excitement and agitation.

 


She was dressed in a deep blue satin lace,
with her head gear tied in a manner that betrayed her great anxiety
and restlessness. Although her features were those of a prosperous
woman, there was an unmistakable glint of fear in her eyes. As she
moved mechanically into the inner office, J. K. Sampson looked her
over quickly, and decided that the crisis which brought her here
must indeed be a grave one.

 


“Calm down Mrs. Benson”, said the lawyer.
“Whatever it is that troubles you, will soon be set right. Just
place the matter in my hands, and do not be afraid.”

“Lawyer”, she began as she
took the leather armchair, you must understand that I have come
here because I am desperate. The matter that brings me here is one
which I would have preferred to carry as a secret to my grave – if
I could help it. But I am troubled beyond the point of endurance. I
simply cannot bear the strain any longer. But can I trust you? Who
can I turn to without letting the secret out, and bring ruin to
myself?”

 


J. K. Sampson replied very calmly.

“Once more madam, I assure
you that you are in very safe hands. Give me a full account of the
thing that troubles you. I am all attention.”

 


“As you know, I am Mrs. Matilda Benson, the
wife of Chief Alexander Benson. My husband, as you also know, is
among the richest men in Lagos, with investments that extend far
beyond the borders of this country. In material terms, I lack
nothing. If money and worldly goods were the key to happiness, I
would be the happiest woman in Lagos.

When Alex married me twenty one years ago, he
was just stepping into the world of business. I was only twenty.
Things were tight, but we were very happy. We were a team. Alex had
time for me. He would always come home for lunch; always remember
my birthday; and always be on hand to comfort me, when I was down.
The kids came in quick successions. Two of them: Alex junior, now
twenty, and Tony, who will be nineteen in three months. Raising
them was a daunting task. I had taken up employment with an
Advertisement Agency to augment the family income. We couldn’t
afford a hired help, and so, Henry came in handy.”

 


“Henry?”

 


“Yes my husband’s young
nephew. He was just entering high school, and Alex brought him to
live with us. Now, Henry is a special breed. At first, I was
skeptical about him. I thought I needed a girl – what with the huge
domestic chores that awaited me at the close of work each day. But
Henry was a gem. He would keep the house better than any girl his
age. He virtually ran my kitchen – was an excellent cook. He took
care of my two boys like a professional nanny. All these, while
pursuing his secondary education. And his academic work never
suffered. Henry had just turned fifteen when he came to live with
us. Both Alex and I came to trust and depend on him a lot. Talking
financially, he saw our worst days. But with his help at the
domestic front, we coped very well. And then, came the turn around.
Alex had a lucky break, and the contracts started to come. Money
began to pour in, and unfortunately, so did trouble and
heartache-for me.
Alex was all of a sudden, unavailable. At first, I naturally
attributed it to the growing demands of his business. But then I
came to discover to my shock that it wasn’t all business. Alex had
gone into women."

 


She continued, “We all hear
stories of how hard it is for wealthy men to be faithful to their
wives. I could bear a certain degree of indiscretion from my
husband. After all, aren’t all-African men- polygamous by nature?
But I didn’t bargain for the total neglect that I suffered. We soon
moved into a large new home, and my husband took a separate room.
That seemed to make my isolation complete. Month after month I
spent lonely nights in my room, knowing that Alex was probably with
another woman somewhere. I talked, I pleaded, and I wept. But my
husband would not budge. He would always counter that I was well
provided for and that I was indeed a lucky woman.

No man can understand the pain and agony of a
neglected woman, and so I won’t bore you with the details of my
sorrow. But I knew I was going down.

Meanwhile, Henry had gone into the University
of Lagos to study Economics. He was still a constant visitor to our
home, and was therefore a close witness to what I was going
through.

Time passed, and he soon graduated with an
upper second. With the help of my husband, he was able to secure a
job in Apex Bank. He also found love, and quickly got married.

His wife, Imelda, is the daughter of
S.T.Aminu, the cement king. Their meeting was quite fortuitous.
Henry had gone with a note from my husband, to prospect S.T.Aminu’s
deposits for his bank.

He had met Imelda in her father’s office, and
the two had immediately hit it off. Knowing that Chief Alexander
Benson was Henry’s uncle apparently aided his cause. Within months,
wedding bells were ringing.

But sadly, Henry soon discovered that he had
very little in common with Imelda. Henry is a young man who learned
the ropes by discipline and hard work. His wife on the other hand
turned out to be a spoilt brat who was absolutely without knowledge
that anything was due from her in a marriage.

As you would expect, the marriage soon became
turbulent. Henry always ran to me in his crisis, and I would do my
best to console and encourage. Knowing what I was facing myself, it
was easy for him to draw strength from my words.

We became
soul mates."

 


Sampson interjected, “Before you continue
madam, was this Imelda working in her father’s company?”

 


“No. She had just completed her one year of
national service after graduation. She was a housewife.”

“Pray, go on.”

“As I said, I became Henry’s
confidant. Along the line, I found myself also pouring out my
frustrations to him. It was purely innocent at first. And then…,”
she paused and shuddered.

“Please go on Mrs. Benson. I
have to know everything.”

“And then, as they would
say, one thing led to another. In very plain language, Mr. Sampson,
Henry and I became lovers.”

Although he saw it coming, Sampson inwardly
winced at the grotesque picture of a well placed woman of her age,
getting off with a young man that grew up in her home.

 


“Please do not pass any judgement on me,
lawyer. I know there can be no excuse for my action. But I had lost
all sense of rationality.”

 


“Do not be too hard on yourself madam. I
don’t know if I would have done better if I were in your shoes. But
I don’t suppose it was just this affair with Henry that brought you
here?”

 


"No sir.” I just laid the foundation. But
before I continue, I must introduce another character in my
household. He indeed is the source of my present distress.”

 


”Go on.”

“The man in question is David Ogara. He is my
husband’s chauffeur and body guard. David came into my husband’s
service about four years ago. Officially, he was hired as a
chauffeur. But he does much more than just drive my husband.”

 


“And what else does he do?”

“You see, David was a former intelligence
officer in the navy. As my husband admits, he quit the navy under
circumstances that are still obscure. But he came highly
recommended by Alex’s friend, who is a member of the military top
brass.

Apart from driving, my husband uses David for
other very discreet assignments. He is wily, pompous and has a
slow, deliberate way of speaking.

Somehow, David made everyone’s business his
own. And he has the ear of his boss. And as you can imagine, he was
hated and feared by the other staff members.”

 


At this point, Mrs. Benson’s voice dropped
again and she lowered her eyes to her palms which had dropped into
her laps. Sampson urged her on.

“Well, sir, David found out about Henry and
I.”

“How and when?”

“I can’t really tell. He seemed to have known
long before he came openly on it.”

“Why?”

“Because he carefully sat on our tail, and
gathered damning evidence.”

“Please elucidate.”

“You see, Henry and I had been very discreet.
We found a secret rendezvous in an out of town guest house. But
David seems to have his eyes everywhere. How he did it still beats
me, but the scoundrel discovered our love nest.

To cut the story short, he penetrated the
motel, and obtained graphic recordings of our affair. He sent me
copies of the tape. That was the beginning of my nightmare.”

 


“And of course, he started making monetary
demands?”

“You bet.”

“And you have been paying?”

“I have.”

“And now, you are tired of paying?”

“Precisely.”

“For how long has this been going on?”

“About four months, now.”

“At what frequency?”

“First, he said he would destroy the tapes if
I made a heavy payment. I complied. But he came right back.”

“They always do.”

“Now he comes weekly or twice weekly. It is
now unbearable.”

“Is Henry being fleeced too?”

“No. But he knows. Of course the love affair
has stopped.”

 


Sampson paused, stood up and fixed a gaze on
Mrs. Benson.

“You should never have paid him, madam. And
now you must stop paying him.”

“But you don’t know the man. He will make
good his threat. He will ruin me!”

“He is already ruining you, and you are
helping him do it. You must stop.”

“But, what on earth should I do? Can’t you
see the danger in stopping?”

“I agree you are in a difficult situation,
madam. But what you are doing is certainly not the answer.”

“So what in God’s name is the answer?!” She
cried, springing up.

 


 


WHEREIN SAMPSON GIVES A DIFFICULT COUNSEL

 


“Take your seat, and calm down, Mrs. Benson.
I am going to give you counsel that will be difficult for you to
follow. But that is really the only way. You must do exactly as I
say.”

“And what is your counsel?”

“Go without delay, and make a confession to
your husband. Do all in your power to obtain his forgiveness. And
then, tell him that his trusted aide is blackmailing you.”

 


This piece of advice of course came to Mrs.
Benson as a complete bombshell. Confess her adultery to her
husband? This was unthinkable. The lawyer must think of something
else.

 


“You have asked me to do the impossible,
lawyer. How can you ask me to do the very thing I have been paying
money to prevent? How can you ask me to hang myself?”

“And what is the alternative? To let David
bleed you to death? Mrs. Benson, your husband is bound to discover
your secret, sooner or later. It’s tough, yes, but it is the right
thing?”

 


Mrs. Benson could not speak for a long
moment. She of course knew that a radical action was necessary. But
she never bargained for the absolutely “crazy” counsel which the
lawyer had just proffered. But this was not the time to give in to
sentiments. Mrs. Benson assumed a hardboiled posture.

 


“Alright lawyer, suppose I listen to you and
confess to my husband. What happens if he does not forgive?”

“Good. You are becoming dispassionate. In the
worst case scenario, your relationship with your husband will
suffer. Even crumble. But I can bet, he will never expose you to
scandal. And most of all, you will be free from David.”

“Yes, I will be free from David. I will do
anything to be free from David.”

“Then, Go home and confess.”

“I will. And God help David, if I am not
forgiven!”

 


 


WHEREIN WE MEET THE VILLAIN

 


The Benson residence had an air of opulence
which would, two decades back, have been regarded as being in bad
taste. Set on two acres in one of the gated estates of the
exclusive Lekki Peninsula, the main house was an eight bedroom
affair with a tiled roof and cobbled pavement.

 


The gate, the front pillars and even the
windowsills were brassy and loud, and the front lawn was half
covered by a huge satellite dish. The driveway led directly to a
long rectangular bungalow, which no doubt was the abode of the
domestic staff. The smaller house was whitewashed and damp, with a
gloomy outlook that contrasted sharply with the bright colours of
the proud mansion in its front.

 


Presently, a small and stout young man who
was equally colourless in dress and feature emerged from one of the
rooms of the bungalow. This man, Eddy Banigo had been with the
Bensons for twelve years, working as a handyman both at the
household and at the machine tools factory recently established by
his employer. Eddy was generally improvident and unviable, and was
brought in to live in the Benson residence when the landlord of his
one room apartment ejected him two years previously for default in
rents. Somehow, Chief Alexander Benson seemed to take no notice of
Eddy’s shortcomings, and would even praise his skills at doing odd
household repairs.

 


But Eddy’s good standing with the boss worked
to increase his laxity, and his life over the years, had become one
aimless drift.

 


This evening, he stood with a
characteristically sour face and a strong smell of drink. Tired,
hungry and desperately broke.

 


“What’s the problem today, Eddy?” A voice
called out from behind him. Eddy turned around sharply to see David
Ogara emerge with a stealthy movement from another room in the
rectangular outhouse. Tall, lean and neatly dressed, David cut the
image of a well groomed gentleman. His military background gave him
an obvious confident carriage and something of refinement in his
bearing. But even with the broad smile which he wore at present,
there was still a distinct feature of permanent discontent on
David’s lean face.

 


“So what’s the trouble today?” He asked again
as he stood side by side with Eddy.

“Trouble?” Eddy replied with a yawn.

“Yes of course, you look very dead.”

“Well, haven’t you heard the saying, that you
are dead without money?”

“I knew it had to be money!” David laughed
heartily. “When will you ever get over your money problems,
Eddy?”

“For as long as the expenses surpass the
income.”

 


David laughed again, and reached into his
wallet.

“Here take this and cheer up. Things can’t be
as bad as you look.”

 


David looked at the wad of currency notes and
brightened up. He counted three thousand naira, a quarter of his
monthly pay.

“Thank you, brother! Thank you. You don’t
know the tragedy you have averted. But come, David. What is your
secret?"

 


“My secret?”

“Of course. You are always loaded. Just look
at your clothes for instance. Top of the range. And your watch? I
can bet it is 18 carat gold."

“22 carat actually. Just like my gold chain.
And there is no secret. Just a simple formula.”

“Which is?”

“To use what you have, to get what you want.
It is not original. An old concept actually.”

“Ah, is there anything I have that is worth
anything? Anyway, you have the key, and people like me will
continue to look up to people like you. I will never get the
secret.”

“Talking about secrets, Eddy, can I trust you
to keep one?”

“One hundred percent, boss”, he said
jokingly, standing at attention, like a soldier.

 


“Then there is something I must entrust to
you”. Before Eddy could ask what, he withdrew into his room and
re-emerged almost immediately, with a large brown envelope. It was
sealed with a black tape. Handing the parcel to Eddy, David
said,

“Take, Eddy and keep this in your room for
me. It is much safer there.”

 


As Eddy, was beginning to wonder what the
envelope could contain, David came behind him and put his hand on
the latter’s shoulder.

 


“Don’t worry about the content Eddy. They are
harmless pieces of paper. Just that someone may consider them
important enough to want to break into my room.”

“You can trust me to keep it safe and secret,
boss, I won’t ever open it.”

“Oh they are quite harmless, said David
laughing. I will only feel a lot more comfortable if they are in
the hands of a trusted friend.”

“They are safe”, Eddy repeated with emphasis.
And after a moment of hesitation, stuttered uneasily,

 


“But tell me David, does this have anything
to do with madam?”

“Madam?” David replied, looking genuinely
surprised.

“Yes, Mrs. Benson.”

“No. But why.”

“Well, I have noticed of late, that she has a
strange manner of looking at you.”

“Strange manner?”

“Yes. Even the mention of your name, makes
her tense and jumpy. Hope nothing is wrong?”

 


Well, well, David thought to himself. So Eddy
wasn’t really as dumb as he imagined. He hesitated for one moment,
and then said,

“You see, Eddy the matter with Madam was part
of what I told you about.”

“About what?”

“About using what you have to get what you
want.”

“You mean you have been getting something
from madam?”

“You must remain absolutely quiet about this
Eddy.”

“I will.”

“Fine.”

“You see, we all have secrets, Eddy,
everybody, including the rich. Some people cannot afford to let
certain secrets come into the open. And if perchance they come out,
they will be ready to do anything to keep the secrets secret.”

“I have been lucky to come into one of
madam’s secrets. And I have been kind enough to keep my lips
sealed.”

“For that, she rewards me once in a while.
It’s nothing big, but I am telling you because you are a trusted
friend.”

“Well you are lucky indeed, said Eddy;
relaxing. But it has nothing to do with this envelope, you
say?”

“I swear it has nothing.”

 


 


WHEREIN THE COUNSEL IS PUT INTO EFFECT

 




After two days of agonizing indecision and
tension, Matilda Benson decided it was time to put her lawyer’s
difficult counsel into effect. She knew her husband was always in
his best moods during the midmornings, on days he started late for
work. On such days, his key staff and assistants would convey in
the Benson residence to consult with the Chief and receive
directions, on various matters concerning his vast business
interests.

 


This Wednesday morning was going to be one of
such mornings, and Matilda made up her mind to face her husband
with the truth once and for all. It would be difficult to predict
his reaction, but of one thing she was sure: that she would finally
be rid of this dreadful burden.

 


Chief Alexander Benson did not interrupt his
wife as she spoke. He took her story in stunned silence. At the end
of her narrative, she looked up to her husband in apprehension.
Then later, still without speaking, he just stood and walked to the
large French window on the left side of his bedroom. He was deep in
thought.

 


Matilda was hopeful. She had expected an
impulsive outburst from her husband. From experience, whenever Alex
allowed himself to think well and deep over a matter, he invariably
came to the right decisions. This was the case this morning and for
a brief moment Matilda was optimistic that all would be well.

 


Her husband started slowly,

“For how long has this been going on? The
payments to David, I mean.”

“About once in a week, for the last two
months.”

“And you simply got tired of paying?”

“Yes, besides, I was advised to stop
paying.”

“Advised? By who?”

“I had to consult a lawyer. He advised me to
stop paying and open up to you.”

“A wise counsel indeed”, he said, nodding and
pacing the room “A very wise counsel.”

 


Matilda found herself falling on her
knees.

“Can… can you ever forgive me?” she
stammered.

“Get up”, was the curt reply. “We shall come
to that.”

 


Matilda slowly rose and was once more on her
feet. She just couldn’t find the words to speak.

“How about Henry? Has he been paying
too?”

“No. David hasn’t gone to threaten him.”

“But he knows you are paying?”

“Yes. I told him.”

“And?”

“He didn’t do anything. We both just decided
to stop seeing each other.”

“I see. Now you sit down Matilda, we must try
to resolve this matter without sentiments.”

 


She just watched meekly, and quietly. Her
husband continued,

“I hope you realize, that you have done
something, I can’t possibly put up with.”

 


She made to kneel once more, but was stopped
by her husband, who held up a hand.

“No sentiments I said. We must agree on terms
of a separation.”

“Separation? So you can’t forgive me Alex?
After all these years together?"

“After all these years, I thought I knew you,
Matilda. But believe me, it is a strange woman that is standing now
before me. We must separate. But we must make it as pain free as we
possibly can.”

 


Mrs. Benson pleaded, and cried but her
husband would not budge. In the end, they agreed that she would
relocate to a modest duplex at the west end of the town, with two
cars, and a hefty monthly allowance. Her shareholding in the family
business was to be retained and if she wished to set up any
business of her own, she would be entitled to funding.

 


But she was to leave the family residence in
forty eight hours, and was not to return under any circumstances.
The children whenever they were in the country could stay wherever
they wished to.

 


Matilda Benson left her husband’s bedroom
without looking back. She knew it was over. As she descended the
flight of stairs that led to the large living room, she cursed
under her breath.

 


“David has ruined my marriage. I will make
the bastard pay. Yes! I will make him pay!”

 


One of the people seated in the large room,
waiting to see the boss, was Mr. Angus Oni, the general manager of
Chief Benson’s group of companies. A man of fifty, Mr. Oni had a
round plump and clean shaven face. Severe as he was in the course
of his duties, he was known by his subordinates to be quite a
humane and even affable companion in less official circumstances.
It was he who rose to meet the agitated lady of the house as she
passed through the living room.

 


“I hope nothing is wrong madam”, he said
soothingly as he fell in step with Mrs. Benson. The latter however
continued to mutter, bitterly.

“David has done me in. But he must pay. He
must surely pay.”

 


Mr. Oni still at a loss as to the cause of
her agitation, merely muttered some words of consolation and
escorted her to the door of the guest room, before returning to the
living room to continue to wait for his boss. What is amiss? He
wondered to himself. The reference to David was certainly ominous.
That bastard was vicious and unscrupulous. Why was Mrs. Benson so
bitter against him? What did she mean by saying David must pay? He
just shrugged and reasoned that whatever it was would soon come to
light. He sat in one of the cozy sofas, and waited for the chief to
come down.

 


By seven O’clock in the morning of the second
day, Mrs. Benson was ready to leave. She had gathered her effects
into seven large cases. She was leaving with her personal maid and
a driver, both of whom had been told to be prepared to leave at the
first light.

 


Mrs. Benson had pulled through the initial
anguish of her new situation. Her great worry now was how to break
the news to her two sons who were studying abroad. Her husband had
agreed to keep the real reason for their separation from them. But
young people were bound to ask questions. She just could not bear
to let them know the truth. Mrs. Benson hoped she would, in time,
be able to work out a plausible explanation. But unknown to this
unhappy woman, a greater horror awaited her.

 


 


WHEREIN TRAGEDY STRIKES

 


Matilda Benson had decided not to bother
about a parting shot at her husband. There was simply no place for
emotional scenes in her present predicament.

 


She would just move her things into the four
wheel drive and go away quietly. By now of course, the news of her
imminent departure had circulated in the household. But she was
past caring.

 


Mrs. Benson stopped dead in her tracks as she
stepped down from her bedroom that morning. Through the large
window that faced the first landing of the stairway, she saw a
small crowd at the back of the building, just in front of the
rectangular outhouse. A strong feeling of disaster impressed upon
her. In that lot was her husband and almost every member of the
household. There was also a burly man in plainclothes, who looked
every inch a policeman. Two of his companions were in uniform.

 


As Mrs. Benson inched nervously toward the
motley crowd, all eyes were suddenly and automatically turned to
her. The heavy bodied officer was the first to move. He walked
slowly towards Mrs. Benson and greeted her politely.

 


“Good morning, madam, I am Inspector Donald
Bassey from the State Criminal Investigation Bureau.”

“Good morning. I hope there is no
problem?”

“There is, I’m afraid. Somebody has been
murdered.”

“Murdered?! In our house? Who…What…”, she
stammered, looking at her husband.

 


Chief Benson spoke up for the first time.

“David was murdered last night. His body is
still in his room.”

Mrs. Benson was speechless.
For one moment, she felt that justice was done. The scoundrel
didn’t deserve to live. But, as the officer stared hard at her, the
full import of the situation dawned on her. She bore a king-size
grudge against the dead man; she had openly threatened him two days
back; and only yesterday evening, she had impulsively sent a
threatening text message to his phone. The stark reality then hit
her; she was the prime suspect.

 


As if he was reading her mind, the officer
said calmly;

“We shall be needing you at the headquarters,
madam.”

 


Mrs. Benson was lost for words. She looked
helplessly at her husband, who just stood, watching her like the
rest. She felt utterly and completely alone. But she braced up and
found her voice.

“I was just about to go out, officer. My bags
are all packed. Can’t I attend your station later in the day?”

“Your bags are packed? Were you about to
travel?”

“Oh well, not really”, she answered
nervously. “If you insist, I will come with you.”

“I’m afraid I have to insist.”

“Well, then. But you are about to make a big
mistake officer. I am innocent of this crime.”

“We shall see. We go now.”

 


Later, at the police zonal command
headquarters, Matilda Benson was formally informed that she was
under arrest for the murder of Mr. David Ogara. After routine
documentation, she was cautioned and taken into custody. Before her
mobile phone was taken away, she was allowed to place a call to her
lawyer.

 


 


WHEREIN SAMPSON LUMBERS IN

 


J. K. Sampson was just stepping out of his
car at the precincts of the High Court buildings, when his mobile
phone gave a familiar beep. His trendy handset gave him the option
of classifying his callers, with a distinctive ring tone assigned
to each class of callers. The tone that just sounded was assigned
to callers in distress. He smiled as he saw the name of Mrs. Benson
displayed on the screen. Feeling sure that his advice had been
followed by the troubled woman, he braced himself to taken the news
of the unpleasant consequences. But he was quite unprepared for the
bombshell that came.

 


“There has been a tragedy, lawyer. David has
been murdered.”

“What?!!”

“You heard me, Mr. Sampson. David was
murdered in his room last night.”

“Let me get this right, Mrs. Benson, the same
David who was blackmailing you?”

“The same David.”

“And where are you now?”

“Under Arrest. In Police custody.”

“Holy Thunder! I am coming over right away.”
He quickly scribbled the directions.

 


 


“Now you tell me exactly what happened, Mrs.
Benson”, the lawyer said, when he was finally granted access to the
suspect.

 


“It is not a long story sir. I took your
advice and made a confession to my husband on Wednesday morning. He
didn’t flare up as I feared. He was in fact surprisingly calm.”

“His reaction is most significant. But please
go on.”

“His sober demeanour gave me hope that the
issue would be amicably resolved. But I was wrong. My husband
pondered over my story for some time, and resolved that we must
separate.”

“As you can imagine, I pleaded and cried, but
all was useless. He was firm. Of course, I had to accept the
inevitable, and he gave me the terms of separation, which in
material terms were quite reasonable.”

“I had forty-eight hours to leave, and by
seven this morning I was all packed and ready.”

“But I came out to meet a small crowd which
included my husband and some policemen. I was informed of the
horrible crime and later brought here, where I have been formally
placed under arrest. The rest you know.”

 


“How horrible! Have you made any
statements?”

"Not formally. But I was told they had taken
statements from my husband and other people in the house. Obviously
my husband had told them about the blackmail.”

“Why obviously?”

“Well, I have been given an idea of what they
have against me. The blackmail, the separation; the threats; and
even the text message.”

“The text message?”

“Yes in a fit of anger, I had sent a
threatening text to David.”

“I see. In what part of the house did David
live?"

“At the outhouse behind the main
building.”

“He lived there all alone?”

“No. There are three rooms in all. All
occupied by David and other domestic staff. The gardner and the
handyman live in the other two. But they have a common kitchen and
bathroom.”

“You wouldn’t know how the body was
discovered, and by whom?”

“I know nothing beyond what I have told
you.”

“Alright madam. I guess I have to get the
other details from the Police and my other sources. I will go speak
with the Investigating Police Officer now.”

“And what happens to me?”

“You must be patient. I can assure you that
whoever committed this crime will be brought to justice.”

“All I want is my freedom.”

“I will do all in my power to secure your
liberty, Mrs. Benson. Do not worry. Now I have work to do.”

“One more thing Mr. Sampson.”

“Yes.”

“I hope you do not in any way think that I
was responsible for this?”

“It is not what I think that matters now,
madam. But my rule is to believe your story. You have told me you
are innocent. I am going to prove it.”

 


“Thank you, lawyer.”

 


J. K. Sampson was well known at the Police
Headquarters. He was after all, the most prominent criminal lawyer
in town. His investigative skills and mastery of courtroom advocacy
have more than once led to embarrassing results for the Police, and
so he was not a very welcome figure at the force headquarters. The
Police were naturally reticent in responding to his official
enquiries, but he had managed to build a network of contacts within
the force, from where invaluable information steadily flowed to
him.

 


It was upon these contacts that he relied in
the present case, and before nightfall, he was armed with a full
account of the crime and the theories which the Police had begun to
develop. As he drove home that evening, Sampson turned the facts
over in his razor-sharp mind, and admitted that securing the
liberty of his illustrious client was going to be an uphill
task.

 


 


WHEREIN PAT IS INTRODUCED

 


A central figure in the busy practice of J.
K. Sampson was an amiable and dainty woman of thirty something, who
the lawyer simply called Pat. Pat held a degree in one of the
behavioral sciences and had a loose association with Sampson, as
some sort of an enquiry agent. Her encyclopedic knowledge of the
city and resourcefulness in digging up information on its teeming
inhabitants, were an invaluable asset to the practice of the
notable lawyer.

 


She was seated this morning over a cup of
coffee, facing Sampson, around the small conference table inside
the lawyer’s office. Together they pondered on the present
challenge.

 


“Mrs. Benson clearly had a huge grudge”,
Sampson started. “But if she would kill, it would have been to shut
David up. After she had exposed herself, was she likely to have
killed for revenge?”

“But she swore to settle scores”, countered
Pat.

“Yes. But by killing?”

“Who knows? But how was the killing
done?”

“Ah, that’s another thing, Sampson said with
a worried expression. He was shot. But there was a blanket in the
room that was clearly used to muffle the sound of the gun.”

“Nobody heard a shot then?”

“Nobody.”

“No scream?”

“None. And certainly there was no evidence of
struggle. He was definitely killed by somebody he trusted. Somebody
he least suspected.”.

“I suppose, that rules out your client?”

“Yep.”

“And leaves who?”

“That’s what we must find out. David was a
blackmailer. He could have been blackmailing other people. You must
dig, Pat.”

“Don’t expect a miracle, counsel. If you ask
me, things look pretty grim for your client.”

“That woman is not a killer.”

“Time will tell.”

 


 


WHEREIN SAMPSON RECEIVES AN UNLIKELY
GUEST

 


While they were talking, the secretary came
in to announce a visitor.

 


“A certain Mr. Eddy Banigo is here to see you
sir. He doesn’t have an appointment, and wouldn’t say why he’s
here. He insists on speaking to you alone and directly.”

“Send him in”, Sampson said with a small
frown. “Let’s hope it’s not one of those cranks who can’t tell
between a lawyer and a priest.”

 


A moment later, a shabby and nervous looking
man was ushered into Sampson’s office. He was dressed in a black
sweat shirt over a faded pair of corduroy jeans. In his right hand
he clutched a black polythene bag which contained something that
looked like a large brown envelope.

 


Sampson waved the man to a chair, and seeing
he was unable to talk, decided to break the ice.

 


“I don’t think we’ve met.”

“No. But of course I know you.”

“Mhm. So, let me know you.”

“My name is Eddy Banigo. I work as a handyman
for Chief Alexander Benson.”

 


Sampson immediately sat up, with an excited
look.

“You do? Please go on. Tell me why you are
here.”

 


Eddy nervously darted a glance at Pat.

“Ehm… you see, nobody knows I have come here.
And nobody must ever know.”

“I promise you that. And oh, don’t worry
about her", he said looking at Pat, "she works with me, and will
not talk.” The visitor relaxed a little and resumed his speech.

“OK. You see, I was sharing the same service
quarters with David Ogara. And we were good friends. So, his death
came as a terrible shock.”

“Quite naturally.”

“Yes. But you see sir, certain things worry
me about David’s death.”

“Which are?"

“First, I know all about David and madam.
That is, Mrs. Benson. He confided in me on the money madam was
paying him. In fact on the night he was killed, he told me madam
was getting tired of paying and was very bitter with him.”

“I can guess the Police discovered the
blackmail and arrested madam”, he continued.

 


“You are right”, said the lawyer.

 


“But there must be more to all this.”

“And why?”

“Well, why would anybody want to search
David’s room after the Police arrested and took madam away?”

“How do you mean?”

“Yes. David’s room was certainly searched,
and I can guess what they were looking for.”

“And what could that be?”

 


Eddy hesitated a bit, but found the strength
to continue,

“Perhaps you know David used to be a military
intelligence officer?”

“I do.”

“He frequently stumbled upon secrets in the
house.”

“I can imagine, but please go straight to the
point”, Sampson said impatiently.

 


“Well he found out that Mr. Oni, the Group
General Manager, has been stealing from Chief Benson.”

 


“Yeah? And he started blackmailing him?”

“Not exactly. Oni convinced David to join in
his money making schemes. He agreed, but kept careful records.”

“For how long did this go on?”

“I can’t say exactly. But definitely for some
months now.”

“And he told you all these?”

“Yes he did, though not at once. He opened up
to me in bits.”

“And probably he used to give you money?”

“He had rescued me financially more than
once.”

“I see. Anyway just go on.”

“David’s room was searched after his death.
But they couldn’t find this”, and as he spoke, he reached into the
polythene bag and brought out a large brown envelope. He handed it
over to Sampson, who asked with a genuine surprise.

 


“And how did you find it?”

“I didn’t find it. David gave it to me to
keep. He said it was safer in the hands of a trusted friend.”

“And you think Mr. Oni came to look for
it?”

“I am willing to bet on it.”

“Why?”

“Because Mr. Oni’s conduct was a little
strange.”

“Strange?”

“Yes. You see, I usually work the night shift
in the factory for one week and would have two days off, before
starting morning shift. The night David was murdered was supposed
to be my day off.”

“But Mr. Oni made sure I did not sleep in the
house. He insisted I work the night shift, because of some urgent
need. But when I got to the factory, there was no urgent need. When
I returned the next morning, David was dead.”

“Really? Did you ever notice Mr. Oni enter
David’s room when you returned?”

“No, but he was very much around the house.
Again he sent me off in the afternoon.”

“To where?”

“To an errand which was clearly
unnecessary.”

‘And you think he searched David’s room
then?”

“Yes, I think so. I went into David’s room
when I came back, and there was evidence of a thorough search.”

 


Sampson regarded the nervous looking man and
said quite calmly.

 


“But why have you come to tell me all
these?”

“Well…ehm, I know you are madam’s lawyer.
Mrs. Benson may have her faults, but I know for sure she is not a
murderer. I believe there are other killers lurking in and around
that compound.”

 


Sampson studied the man once
more. He decided he was going to get at as much as possible from
him. But how far could he be relied on? The documents in the
envelope may or may not mean anything. And yet he recognized his
remarkable good fortune in having an insider in the Benson residence. He
stood up and began to pace the room.

”Thank you Eddy for deciding to come to my
aid, or rather Mrs. Benson’s aid. But there are other questions I
must ask you.”

“Alright. Go ahead.”

“Are you aware of other friends that David
kept?

“Not much. David was largely a loner.”

“And women? I suppose he was single.”

“Yes, but he had a girlfriend.”

“He did? Please tell me about her.”

“Well, that’s another puzzle, though I can’t
see how it is connected with this case.”

“Just go on. Every bit of information is
important.”

“Well, like I said, it might not be
important, but David had been afraid lately concerning this girl.
You see, David came home one day in a panic and told me he was
calling it quits with Tessy.”

“That’s her name?”

“Yes.”

“And did he tell you why he was
quitting?”

“He didn’t elaborate. But he just said it had
become too dangerous to continue.”

“I see. And did he quit?”
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